Armstrong Undergraduate Journal of History
Volume 12

Issue 3

Article 7

10-2022

The Museum as Object of Display: Experiencing the Ashmolean
Jack Z. Chen
University of Oxford, jackchen0626@gmail.com

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.georgiasouthern.edu/aujh
Part of the Architectural History and Criticism Commons, Museum Studies Commons, and the Other
History of Art, Architecture, and Archaeology Commons

Recommended Citation
Chen, Jack Z. (2022) "The Museum as Object of Display: Experiencing the Ashmolean," Armstrong
Undergraduate Journal of History: Vol. 12: Iss. 3, Article 7.
DOI: 10.20429/aujh.2022.120307
Available at: https://digitalcommons.georgiasouthern.edu/aujh/vol12/iss3/7

This essay is brought to you for free and open access by the Journals at Digital Commons@Georgia Southern. It
has been accepted for inclusion in Armstrong Undergraduate Journal of History by an authorized administrator of
Digital Commons@Georgia Southern. For more information, please contact digitalcommons@georgiasouthern.edu.

Chen: The Museum as Object of Display: Experiencing the Ashmolean

The Museum as Object of Display:
Experiencing the Ashmolean

Jack Chen
University of Oxford

The experience of any museum begins before one even walks inside, and it is true that
a person visiting the Ashmolean for instance, the University of Oxford’s Museum of art and
anthropology, designed by Charles Cockerel (1788-1863) in 1841, would have a certain
impression of grandeur planted in their head just from the sight of it. Once having entered its
precincts, the visitor is invited to consider the curated objects of display against the backdrop
of an interior architecture, which is never a merely neutral setting for the display, but rather
comes with its own dynamic force. All these factors constituting experience are important in
conveying a desired message, a holistic one that the museum as an institution aims to instil
upon its visitors. In analysing the impacts of the façade, the interior architecture, and the
objects themselves, I will seek to show how the museum itself may be seen as an object on
display.
The architecture of the space itself facilitates the experience of the museum, starting
at the very façade. The Ashmolean is a neo-classical structure designed by Charles Cockerell.
A well-educated and erudite man, it is highly likely he would have studied both Vitruvius’s
treatise on architecture, De architecura (c.30 BCE), and Sebastian Serlio’s treatise from the
Renaissance, Tutte l’opere d’architecttura et prospetiva (c.1537). The ionic columns in the
giant order, which he deploys to define the space at the entrance of the Ashmolean for
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instance, can be analysed in light of this. Both Vitruvius and Serlio offer a personification of
the orders in their texts, the former labelling the ionic as “feminine,” whereas the latter
regards them as distinctly “unsexed.” 1 Serlio compares the personality of the ionic to that of
an “ageing scholar” or “[man] of learning.” 2 This is perhaps due to its calm and reserved
appearance, without the power and heaviness attributed to the Doric order, nor the ornateness
of the Corinthian order. In this case, Cockerell was likely inspired by Serlio’s idea, using his
prescribed connotations of the ionic to define the entrance. Thus, a sense of quiet
contemplation is invoked in visitors upon walking through the doors, and it complements the
function of the Ashmolean as a centre of learning for art and archaeological objects.
Furthermore, regarding these objects, the façade plays an important role in defining the
visitor’s interpretation of them. The multicultural nature of the collection is referenced by a
break in the architecture of the European neo-classical style. The frieze on the entablature is
defined by what Nikolaus Pevsner calls a “curious basket-weave design,” which runs right
round the building. 3 The delicate filigree work suggests the form of basket capitals, which
was a Byzantine invention. The prominent employment of Eastern influences here endows
the building with a sense of multiculturalism, perhaps referencing the museum’s distinctive
collection of foreign objects. Indeed, this feature and its meaning is likely intended by the
architect, suggested by the context of the commission for the building. A competition was
held in 1839 for the design of a new museum and conjoined Taylor Institution. Cockerell’s
work was selected from twenty-eight submissions, commended for being “delightfully
undogmatic.” 4 This praise may be referring to the fact that, unlike most buildings of the time,
its architectural features do not subscribe to a rigid set of neo-classical principles. Its

1

John Summerson, The Classical Language of Architecture (Cambridge Mass: MIT Press, 1966), 12.
Ibid.
3
Nikolaus Pevsner, Oxfordshire: Buildings of England (London: Yale University Press, 1974), 268.
4
‘Design for the Taylor Buildings and Ashmolean, Oxford’, The Victoria and Albert Museum, June 30, 2009,
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ambiguity in appearance was a desired factor, representing the multicultural nature of the
collections it was always intended to hold. As seen in drawings by Cockerell in 1839-40, the
basket weave on the frieze was an original feature, and not a product of later renovation. 5 We
may well ask how many visitors, then and now, understand these symbolic and rich
meanings. But considering the external space of the museum as an art object on display in its
own right, analysis of the façade by visitors should be encouraged. Not only does it serve as a
prelude to the content of the collection, the external space sets a tone and defines the
experience of the visitors.
The interior space of the building is even more vital in mediating the interaction
between visitor and the collections. It is here that the visitor walks, stops, peruses, perhaps
sits to reflect. Eiler Rasmussen argues how interiors define the visitor’s phenomenological
experience, which can in turn be used to evoke feelings in the visitor intended by the
museum. Walking into the Ashmolean, a sign prompts the viewer to look left, and they are
faced with the first exhibition, the Randolph gallery displaying the Arundel marbles.
Historically having always held classical sculpture, the six niches on each side of the long
gallery are separated by engaged piers which form six bays. The regular repetition of the
same elements, such as niche, pier, niche, pier, creates a distinct ‘sense of rhythm’, which
contributes to a feeling of orderliness. 6 As one moves through the gallery, the elements are
seen with such regularity that there is almost ‘no need to pause’. 7 In contrast to Rasmussen’s
relentless sense of progression, her perpetuum mobile, I believe that here the rhythm
establishes a tranquil atmosphere which instead encourages pausing and contemplation of the
objects on display. Tellingly, it seems to me, Cockerell has spaced the piers each

5

Anne Bordeleau, “Architecture and the Language of Ornaments,” The Journal of Architecture, 114:4 (2009):
480.
6
Steen Rasmussen, Experiencing Architecture (Cambridge Mass: MIT Press, 1964), 107.
7
Rasmussen, Experiencing Architecture, 8.
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approximately four metres apart, and thus as the visitor walks through, the slow passing-by of
these architectural elements should encourage a calm and dignified pace. The painting
scheme in this gallery— the one today being a replication of the original nineteenth-century
appearance— increases this inclination to stop along the way. By completing the niches in
red and the piers in an opposite green, there is a visual emphasis on the split which
encourages viewers to pause to look at each object placed within the niche. In addition to
facilitating the physical movement of viewers, the phenomenological experience is designed
to convey ideological messages. For example, when the Asmolean was renovated in 2009,
the collections in the newly built spaces were organised under the idea, ‘crossing cultures,
crossing time’. 8 The galleries on each floor are split geographically with one room for each
region, and within this system, I believe the objects themselves are used to create links
between the rooms. For example, in room 12, India to AD 600, the Gandharan sculptures
serve to link it with the next exhibit, room 13, Rome. In particular, the Fragmentary bust
figure of the goddess Hariti (2nd century) encapsulates a cultural hybridity between India and
Rome, presenting a Buddhist deity that is heavily influenced by Greco-Roman traditions,
such as the detailed treatment of hair created by a claw chisel technique, and the facial
features depicting deep set eyes and a pronounced nose. Dr Paul Collins, curator in the
Department of Antiquities, suggests that this hybrid appearance is one of the lasting effects of
Alexander the Great’s Indian campaign in 327-325 BCE. 9 However, as Collins states, this
method of linking spaces using objects is not very explicit, and as a result, viewers may not
grasp the intended message of a connected world culture. Further diminishing this message is
the appearance of a eurocentric organisation of space. As one moves up the levels of the
building, one moves forward in time, beginning from the ‘Ancient World’ on the ground

8
9

Paul Collins, in discussion with Jack Chen, Oxford, United Kingdom, June 13, 2022.
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floor and ending at ‘European Art: 1800 - Present Day’ on the third floor. Displaying the
development of art and culture chronologically, culminating in a floor that is predominantly
French academic painting, it presents a hierarchical history in which modern-day Europe is
presented as the evolutionary heir to these earlier traditions: the apex of artistic progress and
of civilization itself. On the other hand, perhaps the organization of space only seems
Eurocentric because modern artworks from non-Western cultures are insufficient in number
to be displayed. After all, the organisation of space is constituted by the museum’s existing
collections. This brings me to my discussion about the display of objects themselves.
If the museum itself is an object on display, then the objects within it are the most
important element; it is through them that viewers are captivated, and messages are most
potently delivered. Walking through the Ashmolean, one cannot take for granted why we see
what we see around of us, that is, the choices made around what is collected. The Ashmolean
Museum began to focus on the emerging discipline of archaeology in 1884, a decision which
coincided with the foundation of the Pitt-Rivers Museum. The university’s collections were
divided between these two museums based on now-discredited ideas, placing cultural objects
on a “sliding scale of primitive to civilised.” 10 Thus, objects deemed civilised because they
were from Europe and the lands associated with the Bible (pre-Islamic Egypt and the Middle
East) were placed in the Ashmolean, and everything thought of as ‘less civilised’ from places
such as Sub-Saharan Africa, the Americas, parts of Asia, and Oceania, were collected by the
Pitt-Rivers Museum. 11 This history defines the collections of the Ashmolean today, and
display spaces such as room 19, the Ancient Middle East, engage explicitly with such
colonial notions. For example, on the top right of a display case titled, Colonialism and
Collecting is a Yemeni stonehead (100 BCE-100). Above the object is a caption, ‘Changing

10
11

Ibid.
Ibid.
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Attitudes’, stating that the practice of dividing finds from excavations has ended in the
Middle East, and that the Ashmolean has “ceased to support digs.” Thus, objects today are
acquired through gifts and bequests from private individuals, only after a very rigorous
investigation to confirm their legal export. This decision has inevitably led to far fewer
acquisitions in recent years. By placing the stone head, approximately 23cm in height, alone
in a case which is approximately 80cm by 70cm, curator Paul Collins presents an emptiness
that “welcomes a reduction in this righteous way of collecting.” 12 Furthermore, the
presentation of the object challenges colonial power relations described in Tony Bennet’s
theory of the “Exhibitionary Complex.” 13 According to Bennet, viewers in museums are
placed on the side of power by being “the knowing” subject, by being the proactive entity
who asserts their gaze on the passive entity of the objects. 14 Bennet compares this
relationship between viewers and objects to a public trial. 15 This metaphor suggests to me
that, for Bennet, viewers are bestowed power indirectly by identifying with the colonial
conquerors that removed the object from its original context, just as viewers at a public trial
are bestowed power indirectly by identifying with the law, the judge, and the executioner
which are condemning the criminal. In the case of the Ashmolean’s Yemeni stone head, this
power dynamic is diminished by various features. First of all, the head is placed high, the
eyeline of the sculpture being around 168cm. This placement of it, which allows it to more or
less meet the eyeline of most viewers, suggests a sense of equality in the dynamic. Moreover,
the caption does not include basic information of the object, but instead presents a story of
how it came to the museum, gifted by Yemeni locals to visiting medics whose children
donated it to the Ashmolean. By presenting information in this way as opposed to listing it

12

Ibid.
Tony Bennet, “The Exhibitionary Complex,” in The Birth of the Museum: History, Theory, Politics (London:
Routledge 1988), 73.
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traditionally, there is no information of the object's name, no description, nor a specific
location of origin. Such an approach offsets an aestheticizing or trivialising gaze, making it
more than just a passive object, not simply one of many, but one that instead tells a story.
From the initial feeling of awe standing outside to moving about within, and being
guided by the interior architecture towards an engagement with individual objects– the
holistic experience of the museum is indeed a multi-sensory one. These elements all work
together to facilitate a message, one about cultural interconnectedness, about flexibility and
adaptation, but also of imperialism. The museum as an artwork itself, perhaps like any great
work, can transcend contradictions, and triumphantly hold within it tensions, ambivalences,
and dualities.

Figure 1. The main facade of the Ashmolean Museum (Alamy photo)
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Figure 2. The interior of Ashmolean (the museum photo)
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